Abstract. Young hamsters were reared until 35 days of age with access to food pellets of one of three sizes. They were then given a choice between the three sizes of pellets: the familiar size and two unfamiliar sizes, and the rate of energy gain from eating pellets of each size was established. Contrary to predictions from optimal foraging theory, the animals chose pellets of the most unfamiliar size, not the most profitable ones. A taste preference study was conducted to see whether hamsters respond to taste cues as do other rodents. The animals showed a preference for familiar flavours. The results of these studies suggest that the sorts of experiences animals have had with food must be considered in any account of food choice behaviour.
Early experience with specific food tastes can have long-lasting effects on later diet preferences. Galef and his colleagues (Galef 1977) have accumulated convincing evidence to show that food preferences in rats, Rattus norvegieus, are transmitted from dams to offspring. Galef & Clark (1971) , using poison avoidance, induced a preference in adult rats for one of two nutritious and palatable foods. When the pups born to colony members first left the nest and ate solid food, they ate only the diet the adults ate, and even after being transferred to a new colony, the preference persisted. Bronstein et al. (1975) obtained a similar result by restricting pregnant dams to one food and measuring pups' preferences immediately after weaning.
These studies, among others, demonstrate that food preferences learned by young animals in the presence of adults, especially their dams, affect their feeding behaviour after the adult influence has been removed. The influence of social factors in diet preference is not limited to adult-young interactions; adult rats also influence the food choices of other adults. Posada-Andrews & Roper (1983) removed a rat from a social group, fed it a distinctively flavoured diet, and returned it to the group. Subsequently, the other animals in the group chose the diet the demonstrator had eaten. Similar results have been found by others (Galef & Wigmore 1983; Strupp & Levitsky 1984; Galefet al. 1985) .
The role of social experience in the diet selection of free-living adults seems clear. However, taste is not the only property of food to which animals respond when making foraging decisions. Research in optimal foraging theory (Pyke et al. 1977) has demonstrated that animals can choose between items within a food type and will choose those items that maximize profitability, that is, the net rate of energy intake. In many instances, this has been interpreted to mean that animals will take the largest available items of a particular food type.
The research of Werner & Hall (1974) , on bluegill sunfish, Lepomis macrochirus, feeding on three sizes of Daphnia, and Barnard & Brown (1981) , on common shrews, Sorex araneus, feeding on large and small pieces ofmealworm, confirmed the prediction that animals choose larger prey preferentially when it is readily available. In both sets of experiments, however, profitability was not measured directly; a positive correlation between size and profitability was assumed. This can only be the case if the net energy gain per gram of food remains the same across item size so that bigger pieces provide more energy, and if the time it takes to search for, prepare and ingest the food is only negligibly different across sizes. Despite this limitation, the conclusion drawn from these studies, as well as others that have examined prey size, is that animals seem to use a rule of thumb when choosing prey items: lacking the ability to assess directly the net energetic value of food items, they use size as the most reliable index of value and select the largest prey items available.
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